
In the second week of advent, we again hear the phrase that will connect all the weeks of advent together this year.  Joseph hears, Zechariah heard it last week, and the Shepherds will also hear it.  “Do not be afraid.”


What are we supposed to do with this?  “Do not be afraid,” is the command, but elsewhere people are told, “Fear the Lord your God.”  So which one is it?  As with all scripture, it makes more sense in context.  In our story today, the question to ask is, “What would cause Joseph to be afraid?”  I grew up thinking that it was the appearance of the angel that always caused the fear to arise.  A supernatural being in my mind suddenly appearing always caused fear.


Yet, when we look at the passage, Matthew does not set up the arrival of the angel in his dreams as the cause of fear, but taking Mary as his wife.  Joseph was an upright or righteous man, one who had a healthy respect of God's law.  So, as we heard in the Old Testament reading, he should have nothing to do with Mary.  While stoning no longer seemed to be the custom at this time, issuing her a divorce quietly, by having the two witnesses who observed the covenant made a few months before between Joseph and Mary's father, sign the writ of divorce.  This would have left Mary basically unmarriable and her only hope of survival for her and the child would have been her parents support.


Joseph however, was betrothed to Mary, the marriage was in effect, if Joseph would have died, Mary would have been considered a widow. The bridegroom just had not returned from his Father's house to take his bride home with him, to the place he had prepared for her.  This connection left him with the compassion and mercy that would want to overlook Mary's poor choices.  He desired to give her grace, but this would have been counter to God's will as revealed in God's word.


So Joseph found himself in a catch 22 situation.  If he showed Mary grace and took her as his wife, he would be breaking his relationship with God.  If he divorced Mary in righteousness, he condemned her to death and her child too.  What we see Joseph trying to do is what most of us would try to do, make the best of a bad situation.  But neither choice ended well.


Sending her back to her parents would at least give her life and maybe someday, someone might overlook the child and take Mary as their wife.  Joseph was scrambling, trying to give God time to do something, with out disregarding His word, too much.  He was doing all this, despite the fact he was severely hurt.  The one he had made a covenant with, paid the bridal price for, and was currently arranging his life for had seemingly betrayed him in the deepest way possible.  She had chosen another man to be with.  She had been with someone besides Joseph.  She had an adulterous relationship while Joseph was away preparing their home.  Scenario sounds a little too familiar, doesn't it?


Mary knew the truth.  She knew whether or not she had been with a man.  The answer being, “No.”  But even with knowing the truth, how would she, a 12-14 year old girl, expect Joseph to believe the truth?  “Joseph, yes I am pregnant, but I have not been with anyone else, but have conceived a child through an act of God.  I am with child, though still a virgin, through the Holy Spirit.”  These are not easy words for a teenager, nor anyone else to say convincingly.


So Joseph sets his mind toward doing what will keep him right in the eyes of his most important relationship, his relationship with God.  For our first priority in life is God and his word, and our neighbor is second.  Joseph has a good plan, the best plan for all involved given the known circumstances.  But something changes.  One small piece of the equation is changed and all of Joseph's internal conflict dissolves.


An angel appears to Joseph in a dream and explains that God conceived this child in Mary through the Holy Spirit.  God was at work in ways our rational minds could not factor in or even consider.  Whenever that happens, the world's basic flow is altered.  Just as we could not conceive of Jesus dying to fully establish his kingdom, neither could we predict that our Messiah, our warrior king, God with us would come as an infant, born of a virgin woman.


We could also not predict that Joseph would take Mary as his wife without fear.  To the rational mind, it does not seem like Jesus could take us as his wife without fear either, taking sinful people in is an act of grace.  Joseph knows people can do math, even if Joseph took her as a wife, two months later the baby shows up and it is obvious that someone was not upholding the law.  In a culture where honor is worth more than wealth, taking an adulterous wife was not going to make life easy.  Shunning from his family and friends was inevitable, for the disgrace he would bring upon the family.  Jesus later made such a bold move.


All of these drawbacks are thrown to the wind and considered non-essential because of one thing.  The word of God transforms Joseph's life.  The words of the angel tell Joseph that God is at work in this situation.  Everything that seems like a potential problem fades away because God is seen as in control of the situation.  Joseph, in his obedience, is prepared to face the persecution because of the word of God spoken to him.  He takes Mary as his wife, knowing he will be facing questioning from family and friends.  But his highest priority is God.  He trusts his future into the arms of God.


In doing so, Joseph embarks upon a life of dependence upon God.  After he takes Mary as his wife, he with holds back from enjoying the benefits of having a wife.  He makes sure there is no doubt in either his or Mary's mind, that this child is the fruit of the Holy Spirit.


As he is sitting there holding the child in a manger in Bethlehem, wondering whether it was really God or a dream to calm his fears, three wise men from the East arrive, bearing gifts of Gold, Frankincense, and Myrrh, seeking a King who was born under a star.  These men extinguish any doubt that had entered Joseph's mind.  God had called Joseph into this and God would not let fear overwhelm him.  Has God done that for you, as you neared breaking point, reaffirmed his calling on your life?  


As Joseph is preparing to head back to his hometown, where ridicule of his wife and child would be present, he is told in a dream to take his child to safety in Egypt of all places.  He does so and is one of the few who's child is not killed in Herod's jealous rage.  All that might have caused Joseph to fear is dealt with, because Joseph did fear, He feared God.  His fear was in its proper place and therefore had no other reason to fear anything else.


Joseph, was transformed by God's word and put his fear in the correct place.  When we do that, when we place our trust in the proper place, in God, we stand back in awe and see God at work in wonderful ways.  Ways we could not imagine on our own, without God.  We need not fear the circumstances surrounding the situation, but only trust God is at work, changing the world.  Just as he did by bringing himself amongst us as a human baby.  The most vulnerable position possible, but God was the focus.


As we hear the Christmas story told in various ways this season, will we also face our fears?  Will we see if they are in the proper balance?  What is God calling you to do that is not 100% secure and safe?  What fears are holding us back from living in the way we are called?  Is it a fear of ours or of God?  One leads to great things, the other leads to stale unchanged lives.  Are we called to be like Joseph, or someone else?

